Tape #2
April 15.
SECOND CONVERSATION WITH DR. KENNETH CLARK
A.

We were talking about Lincoln and our conversation between

tapes -- you said that one judges a man by his choice of a said issue
on which he will put the big money on the card, is
8,

Yea,

that about right?

I think that each of us from day to day, in the total

pattern of our lives,

must make choices as to what we are really

going to stand for and stand on, and take the big risk fors

I suspect

in the final analysis, we are judged by our contemporaries and by
others on what we choose and what we consider important and salient

enough to put the big stakes on and to take the big risk for.
A.

Vell,

N.

Of course he did.

A.

Now, how do we judge this fact about Lincoln?

B.

VWell,

Lincoln dodged the abolitionists like poison.

history has judged Lincoln in terms of the priority and

the importance of the Union.
A.

How do you judge him?

B.

Well obviously, I must now judge him on that ground because

ostensively or on the surface, we have the union which he sought to
preserve and the present Civil Rights troulb e

is being fought out

within a unified nation, and if you put Lincoln's decision in a
historical perspective,

I suppose the rational and intelligent judg-

ment is -- that this was a correct choice that he made -A.

Would you imply the same amount of argument to say --

some

hypothetical Lincoln we could produce now who would say the most
immediate question is not the most immesdiate drive for Civil Rights?
Hypothetically, say -- only in some point, not go all the way you
want it to go,

ahead of racial justice.
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B.

Vell, lets not be too hypothetical, because I think we get --

we can get a lot of specific examples of this.
Communists in

orld war II --

Lets take the

pDbr to the Hitler-Stalin pact, the

Communists were very concerned about racial discrimination and
segregation in the United States, and they were busy telling Negroes -don't join a segregated army --

you know --

fight for your right to

be a full American, etc. -A.

Can we out back to Lincoln again on this matter of --

B.

I think we were saying something just before the phone rang --

yes,

I want to continue this about the Communists, because I think

they put in perspective this problem of practical and expedient determinenoe of what one says and what one does.

After the Hitler-

Stalin Pact, the Communists changed their tune and their advise to
the American Negroes -- the Nasis were not so terrible any longer,
there were all sorts of justifications and of course there were many
Communists who were disillusioned at that time and left the party.

But, when Hitler attaoked Russia, in spite of the Pact, then the
Communists were not any longer so concerned with the indignities
heaped upon Negroes in a segregated army --

they wanted all Negroes

to go out and volunteer to fight the Facist, no matter what the conditions under which they were required to fight, you see, the same
people who were trying to seduce ths me into the party with crocodile
tears about the humilation of segregation, eto. were not calling me-and I mean literally, the same persona were talking to me now after
Hitler attacked Russia --

and calling me a Black

I was still concerned with segregation.

beoause

To this day, I am thankful

that whatever it was that made me suspicious of them, when they seemed
so much on my side, saved me from ever getting involved with them,
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.

because now -- on one end you could say -- look,
these people were
just being practical, they were establishing what was
a priority to
them, what was salient -- to them the relationship
with Russia or
the future of Russia was more important than how any
individual Negro
felt about being segregated -A.

ell,

that is

the way Lincoln felt about it.

Linooln couldn't

have oared less presumably about what any individual
Negro felt -B.
Frankly I don't think that -- I think that Lincoln basicda
cared-A.

Kell, lets read his words --

take them for what they were --

I

will save it, I am not nor ever have been in favor
of bringing about
any way
equality of the white
and black races.
B.
that.

Do you know what I really think about that?

I don't believe

I think he said it, but this problem of political
expedienop

can out both ways,

you see.

One of the fascinating things -- gosh,

I don't know how to preface this, maybe I shouldn't
preface it -just ask your reaction to it after I say it -- I think
of I of the
peculiar and fascinating things about some Americans is
the apparent
awkwardness that they seem to have in dealing with
deep ethical
problems -- that actually they are more ethical at
times, than they
want to pretend, you see.
For example, I think the Marshall Plan -a practical politioian insists upon the pose that
this is a purely
praotical economic expedienoy.
I sometimes seem to be rather caught
dead than offering an equally tenable rationale, that
this is a
latter of human concern and compassion. Now frankly,
I think that
this is part of the turmoil, turbulenoe, the confliot,
the chaos
that American races imposes on otherwise decent Americana
-- that
they must mask, or seem to go to the trouble to
mask their deoiency
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in order to be in a position to act decent.
A.

Lets take William Lord Garrison --

now he was certainly ex-

plicit enough -- he would damn the Union to hell and said so, on
the matter of abolition -- not on the matter of equality but on the
matter of abolition of slavery.
oared less,

After the war,

he couldn't have

but he oared about the future of the freed Negro --

fact he was against giving them the vote

.

in

Now what do

we make of this in that case?
B.

I think this is another symptom of what I call the American

moral skitsophrenia, which is

part and parcel of a Christian

democratic nation, emerging and establishing the tremendous experiment in government based upon ethical ideals at the same time
that it has human slavery, you see.

I just don't think that America

ever got over this deep ethical moral problem, and you get these
symptoms taking various forms -

A.

- -

it is not -- but lets take a bigger jump, then.

we put D
the

and w

If

and Abraham Lincoln and Ethiopia

campaign and the Communists in the same

a

--

what

we are coming out with is the complication of -- you might say -history and ethics in politics, aren't we?
A.

Yes,

I would put them in the same pot, but I wouldn't say they

have all become indistinguishable beoause they are in the same pot -They are in the same pot in a way, but I think Americans are in a
peculiar place in that pot.
A.
B.

Tell me about that now.

Well, I think the peouliar thing about America is that this is

the only nation that ever started out saying that it was going
develop a system of government based upon ethios.

to

Wherever you found
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the ethical problem and the insensitivity problem and the inhumanity-to-man problem anywhere else, you found it almost as a
"natural spontaneous expression of the animal in man or the problems of man --

but the problem with America is that you had

Jefferson, you had Franklin and you had these peculiar combinations
of philosopher-politicians, you see, who had an opportunity that
most other people never had -- namely to establish a philosophical
and idealogical base for a government.
A.

They made the opportunity.

B.

Well yes, they made the opportunity on the basis of the

philosophy by the way,

you see --

this is

the first

time --

I don't

know if I am exaggerating this or maybe I am reflecting my ignorance
of world history --

but I don't know that there is any other example

before this, of a group of human beings setting themselves the task

of evolving

a government predicated upon things such as rights, you

know, and man's relationships and responsibilities to his fellow
man, you see.

Now I submit to you that this experiment is such a

glorious and frightening and awesome one, that it would have had-well, I don't know --

what I mean to follow this out with --

that

it would have had tremendous impact, positive impact, were it not
contaminated by the fact that as they were doing this, they themselves were the viotims of the fact that it hadn't been done before,
they were themselves the viotims of human slavery, you see -- they
had the past on their backs - - A.

But how can you abolish history?

around is

this, isn't it --

The question always coming

how does an ethical idea develop in

history, it can't be born without a history, can it?
we are, we are stuck with our history.

And there
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B.

No, it can't be born --

the Americana --

but I don't think that is exactly what

yes, they were stuck with their history, but they

were stuck with the conqueredization of their history in the presence
of the black man - A.

And Thomas Jefferson was a slave-holder.

to you -B.

No it

What does that mean

does that invaluate the Declaration of Independenoe?
doesn't invaluate the Declaration of Independence,

but

it imposes upon us levels of interpretation of that Declaration of
Independence that Ro beyond the words --

you see --

that actually

you cannot understand the Declaration of Independence purely in
terms of Jefferson's paraphrasing of Loch alone, you see -- you have
to also understand this in

the context of the fact that Jefferson

had slaves at the same time that he was righting this, and he not
only had slaves but he was also aware of the inconsistency between
what he was writing and the fact that he held slaves.
A.

Do you believe in social society as an idealt

B.

Frankly Mr. Warren, I don't know what I believe in --

A.

People who do are living in a capitalistic society, making

their livings in it and doing the best they can.
B.

No --

I have stook,

I purchase stook on the stook market --

I believe in this capitalist society --

I don't believe that it

always just or sensitive or efficient -ways efficient as it could be --

is

I don't think it is as al-

Not even when I was young, an under-

graduate in the thirties, did I believe that there was Eutopia in
the Soviet Union or -B.
A.

I don't know why,

don't ask me why --

general socialist - No, I can't get myself at this age --

I am about to be fifty,

I will be fifty this year -- and at this age, I can't believe in
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generalised abstract sooieties -inevitability of struggle.

you know --

I believe in the

I believe that human beings will de-

velop the moat vital kind of society in those sooieties in whioh
they are fre, to struggle toward developing the beet that they oan
arrive at. I don't believe in fixed societies, and I am clearly
aware of the at that I am being inooherent now.
A.

Well, I don't think so.

after Jefferson?
B.

What do you think about Robert

Cases

. tee

--

abstraction.

I think that Robert E. Lee was a gentleman

--

I think, from

everything I read about him, that he was also tortured.

I think

that he was a civilized human being who was again caught in this -I repeat -- the inevitable moral schitsophrenia that American society
imposes upon all Americans, you see -- and by the way, I am not using
this term moral sohitophrenia necessarily in a derrogatory way, because I can conceive of the absence of the moral schitsophrenia,
which would be stagnation, and that I think for example, the Nazir
had no sohit~ophreniu

--

A.

No aohitsophrenia -

B.

Thats right, you see, so if you understand my illusion to the

-

Nasis, you can understand what I am saying about the moral sohitsophrenia of America-A.

Then it had noms

R~.

Nor did Stalin, you ass, nor did a lot of the --

Malcolm X --

iitzophrenia --

nor did Stalin -- nor did R
nor t±

there are a lot of people who know exactly

A,

But you do --

B.

Well, I don't think that there is any question - -

A.

Well, you speak

does

--

I am beginning to feel that you do --

--

didn't you talk about the sympathy of Lss --

you are in a situation of moral sohitspphrenia -- or of Jefferson,

:~
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g,

you are in a situation of moral schitsophrenia.
B.

Of course.

I have empathy for these men --

you know, Baldwin

in one of our interviews last year - A.

I read in the little book - -

B.

I remember Baldwin said something about --

aht

I asked him-wbtuh was

-- he was talking about one of his teachers and I said "Was

she white"Y

Hse

aid "Well, yes,

little bit colored" --

she is a little bit white and a

this is, I don't know tow Baldwin meant that,

but when I heard it, I knew that it was a penetrating truth about
all Americans, you know, that they are a little bit white and a
little

bit colored --

I mean that it

is not possible for any American

with any degree with sensitivity to be -not withstanding --

Malcolmn X to the contrary

all black or all white, I mean there is an Am-

pathic shackle -A.

I suppose what I am driving at in these questions, was not a

partcoular answer to the question, but to open the question of "How
moral absolutes, ethical ideas relate to historical process" -- ?hat
is
B.

what we had sort of nagging around, I suppose.
I guess what we are also backing into is the realizatinn that

they don't ever determine historical process in terms of the absolutes-the absolutes themselves don't generally determine the historical
process but the constant necessity to make some kind of accommodation
between or among absolutes or among forces among which might be the
absolute, you see.
A.

In that context, what does freedom now,

B.

Freedom now means a demand, it means an absolute, it means an

insistence,

meanT

and in the future of course, it is going to mean some

kind of accommodation --

but the greater the acoomodation that has
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to be made, the greater the weakness of the total social fabric.

Unfortunately

--

oh, I don't know that it

be quite be is like

is unfortunate,

it

might

-- there are many people who are stating

and mouthing the slogan freedom now, who have a rather simplintic
litoralitio view of it, you see, and maybe this too has always been
true historically, that the cutting edge of any movement must by
virtue of its --

I mean,

like John Brown --

cutting edge has to be

ll.teralistic in order to ascume that role, you see.
A.

Vhat do you think of John Brown,

B.

I think he is a very powerful force in

by the way?
the growth and develop-

ment of this country, ard - - A.

?'e war a ftroe,

clearly --

what do you think of him --

you evaluate him morally or psychologically -B.

how would

or both?

Well, psychologially, the simple designation of John grown might

bee too simple --

he was a fanatic, a neurotio, a liberalist, an

absolutist, a man who was so totally committed to his conmitkment
that nothing inoluding reality stood in his way.
A.

Row do you treat a man like that in ordinary society?

B.

Society can take care of itself Frith men like that, it always

has --

see what it did to Christ - -

A.

Do you think Christ and John Brown are to be equated?

H.

Oh, unquestionably --

A.

Equated psychologically?

In their values or simply in their

neuroses?

B.

In their values, in their neuroses, and of oaurse in their end.

A.

Christ said "I am the Prince of Peace"

a dream of bloodshed.

B.

--

That is some differene,

Ysa, but Christ also took
out of --

--

John Brown lived in
isn't it?

what was it took --

ran money changes
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A"

10.

but this is to be equated with the P

B.

Alright, don't push me that f'ar

A.

Yee have to,

B.

Now look,

A.

Or to our time either.

B.

Or to ou' time, yec.

-

PaacBre4

-

if'we are going to talk about it,

you know --

Christ waa clearly a person sant oounitted to values
othe~r than those which were prevailing in his time .

He not only was cozmitted but the extent

and depth and reality of hie coumitment was expressed by his
lite,
you know -- the fact that he lived hie comnitment. 11e did not
make
the primary accommodation to the realities that even some of
his
dioiplos did.

Airight

--

Christ was a typical, Christ was alienated,

Christ hag values that he was willing to run

positive values Chat

--

he wa willing to run risk ror, and he paid the ultimate prix®.
orates, John Brown

A.

these people are irritating

--

Let me ask you a question specifically

Br~own,

with

the same

burning

--

Christ,

--

suppose a roan like JTohn

eye, came into your office and said

"I'mn tired of fooling around in this matter, I'm going down to
Mississippi and take six or seven etaong,determine d pe ople with

me

and I am going to slaughter the governor and his entire staff
in the
Capitol and come out and say 'Rtise and follow me' " "- now
this is
almost an eact parallel -- what would you do about this man who
came
to your office and askced you f or a hundred dollars to help f'ianoe
the trip:
B.

First, I wouldtgive him a hundred dollars

A.

Would you give him fifty?

B.

No, I wouldn't give him anything

A.

W'ould you call the police or would you wish him well?
I don't think I would do either -- I don't think I would call

B.

the police because

-

-

-

--

--
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A.

W~ould you Dell the doctors?

B.

I would probably see what I oun.ld do to help this man, if it

would not in convenienc, me too much
me with himi too much, or if

--

or if

it would not involve

it wou1A not establish a clawring kind

of relationship with him that I would not want to have, you see.
t.

W3hat if

this man was a hypothetical man with a wild eye and a

scraggly beard and a bid adam'sa apple, v*ho omes in this of'fice and
asks you for a hundr~ed dollars to finance the killing of Covernor
Patterson and

Mlissiesipi,

and John Frown, going to

Murray Forbes and his other fr'iend8 in Boston?
B.

M4e.

A.

Al.right

'ghat ist
5
--

me and tine, you see.

you know more about psychology than they did, youz see,

and muioue about history
B.

ggflce o

and therefore you wouldn't want any Irt

--

Anzd not only that, ? am frank to ay to you,

professor

--

of it.

I am a college

I hc~ve a vested interest in either/or~.ng, you see

-"

I

have a vested interest in maintaining issues on a level of' discussion
* rather than action, and certainly anybody who says anything to me
about bloodshed is not going to get a sympathetic response from me,
you see.
A.

You said that JTohn Brown :s like Christ, psychologically.

B.

In one respect, yes.

A.

In which respeot was this, now?

B.

The totality of hie oruitment, his alienations, hie willingness

to run risk
A.
way

-"

Now, mad men are that way, too, you see
--

--

men are mad in that

so we don't make man as equal virtue do you, automatioallyt on

that mere point?
B.

No, exoept that it

isn't always that easy

--
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12.

I don't mean to maintain that it is, but I do think we ought

to explore it.
B.

Thats right --

it isn't always easy to differentiate between

a "madnan"and the martyr, or the person who irritates the status quo
to the point of demanding of the status w quo, some kind of accommiodation between where it
A.

is and where he would want it

to be .

If the madman happens to tie in with the moral cause and

happens to have the bad or good luck to get bumped off in the process,
you see

--

B.

Who else does this except

A.

'e must trust the madman,

is

i.

met me baok up a little.

Sadmen --

6admen?
that it,

to bo our moral guardians?
of course you could define

madness as daring to believe that something which you value and believe
is so important, that it is worth risking your security, your oomfort
or your stagnation for -- you could define madness as any kind of
alienation which brings you in open conflict with the prevailing
values and patterns of your society.

3o defines, yes --

I would say

who else but madmen defies contituted authority or ways of life.
A.

So we must depend on madmen --

fl.

So defined --

A.

You are defining them clinically now, is that it?

13.

I am not defining them clinically because -- I am defining mad

men to mean those who believe something so deeply, so strongly, as to -A.

Suppose a man is also clinically mad -- lets Just assume this--

tien what do we do about his relation to an ideac
B.

Well, it

A.

1Pe is mad

is
--

all very easy --

it's extremely easy --

he is clinically mad, but he also utter. truths

in his clinical madness, or does it get tied in with an action --
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I oam more concerned with V'angl' a paintiLngs than I am w!th tLhe

fact that ho was rya 3. T must confess that I will probably be more
concerned with rlht the maen says a~nd stands for and does-A.
oan'

Lets take it
be sure

--

this way

--

we dons't know the real facts, so we

but you fudge the morality of an act by the

aoquences,

oon-

consequences and not by the nature of the ant,

i8 that it?

B.

tfr. Warren, you're pushing* me

--

No,

I am not always sure thgat

I would Judge morality of acts only by the consequences
there are sone aots which on their Ease,

--

I think

are moral without regard

to eonsoquenoes, and could not therefore poenibly have moral consequenoes

--

I Wean, 2 think that even if'one sought to rationalise

consequences on the grounds that they were morally, these consequeness
wouli be contaminated by the immorality of the act
A.

John Brown is almost a test oeo f'or this

B.

Boy,

-

-

--

you certainly are fascinated w{ th John Brow~n and he is one

of the most

--

A.

Ae is a test case

B.

A1: igrht, I brought him up

--

you broughl
--

him~ up,

I didn't.

I'm not going to abandon John Br, wn -

you're right, John Brown was an addict, John Grown was red, John Brown
was a murderer, John Brown was clearly
not respectable but
A.
Hiow much does the word 'respectable' take book the
in the other foot words!
B.

A great deal

--

You are a psychologist

--

ti
ri s

--

I suppose I deliberately put 'respectable' at

the end of that A.
B.

To disinfect murder?

Iqo, not necessarily to disinfect murder, but to deal with the
lact -- the reality, that respectabl, abolitionists were talking quite
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14.

a bit, and while I would not join John 3rown' s party of nurderers,
any more than Z would join Malcolm Xis call for a -- what did he
call it

--

rifle club or someothing of that sort ""and I personally

recoil against bloodshed becaus~e I think this is
of human idiocy.

just another form

The f'act still remains that major eooial changes

towar d social justice in human history, have come almost always
i1'not always -- through irrational and questionable methods.
A.

That is

--

sooial movements,

we have to play a double Fame in terms of all
is

that right

wre play a game of' making

--

body else pick up+ the dirty rmarbles for us
house in B3elmead,

--

--

some-

a white mani in a flive

!tashvllle or in Jacksaon suburbse

--

let those cops

and those rednecks piok up the marbles down there on North Barry St.
or T.noh St., while they keep it clean -" !e this tt? You and T.
have playedt the s~amo game in termss of history

--

wre expecting the

boys to !Hake the O±± big stink that is a real threat to
a reasonable proposal, is that it?
9.

T.hat's one nay of puttingt it

--

that way, I wrould prefer to put it

I would preefer not to put it
this way, that apparently rational

reaseonable men, wh~o are $eekinp- a change
generally ineffeotual

--

n the status quo, are

changres in the+ status quo are more likely

to come from irrational, unreasonable, questlionable men.

',"n be continued on tape #3.

